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With thecurrent interest inhistoric landscapes and period garden
ing, landscape architects, nurserymen, gardenhistorians, andedu
cators often are challenged with the task of identifying andpro
ducing appropriate plant material for period landscaping, taking
intoaccount regional variations in thepopularity and availability
ofparticular plant species andcultivars fordifferent eras. During
thepastfew years among my ownlimited circle of acquaintances
in Columbus, Ohio,at leasteightgardendesigners haveindicated
to me their involvement in historic projects. Little has been docu
mented on the development of ornamental gardening andthe her
baceous perennial industry forspecific states, particularly anywest
of theAlleghenies. By studyingthedevelopmentof nurseries, their
plant offerings, and design recommendations in the literature for
specific regions and individual states, better choices can be made
concerning hardy plant selection and incorporation into period
gardens and landscapes.

Thisstudy documented thecommercial availability andlandscape
use of hardy herbaceous ornamental plants in the nineteenth-cen
turynortheasternAmericanlandscape. Herbaceous plants,by their
very nature, are relatively ephemeral in the landscape, with some
exceptions such as specimens of Paeonia and Hemerocallis,which
have survived unchanged at many old homesteads. Documenta
tiontherefore mustrely moreon written records, utilizing period
books, nursery catalogues, diaries, photographs, and business
records and inventories.

Mostlandscape historians agreethatthenursery plantorseedcata
logueis the best sourcefor reliableinformation on nursery activi
tiesandplants available during a certain period, superseding in
formation in the garden literature of the time. There are, unfortu
nately, severalbiasesinherentin this typeof documentation. Cata
logues typically are representative of those nurseries or seed houses
that were prosperous enough to issue them for distribution. For
example, there is evidence that over 700 different nurseries ex
isted inthe state ofOhio atsome point oranother during the nine
teenth century. Of these, only36 firms are represented in the90
nursery andseedcatalogues located for thisstudy. Obviously data
based onjustthose catalogues had tobeskewed toward afew rep
resentatives. Moreover, catalogues had tobeofsufficient quality
to survive for onehundred-plus years in often less-than-optimal

conditions. And someone, somewhere, had to be motivated to save
their catalogues. The Vwk's Floral Guide of 1872 reported that it
issued 200,000 copies for distribution. Only a handful of these
have survived. Today rare book and paper dealers classify trade
catalogues as "ephemera," a term that states the case succinctly.
An additionalconcern is that, without sales records, it is impos
sibleto determinethe extentof the actualexchangeof anyparticu
lar plants or even to prove that the listing insured availability. Still,
catalogues remain the soundest means for studying horticultural
tastes of a previous era.

Table l(page 32) is a summaryof the nurseryand seed catalogues
used in this study. Places of repository for these catalogues in
clude The Massachusetts Horticultural Society, The Smithsonian
Institution, The National Agricultural Libraryat Beltsville, Mary
land,The UniversityofDelaware,The BaileyHortoriumatCornell
University, The Ohio Historical Society, The Cleveland Medical
Library,the Lloyd Library of Cincinnati, and the author's owncol
lection. Therewere357catalogues representing 139firmsin north
eastern United States.

As can be seen, nearly 2700 taxa were represented in these 357
catalogues. In order to rank them by frequency of availability, a
formula was used that took into account the number of sources
listing the plant, the number of years between the first record and
the end of the period (1900) and the total number of sources.1

In Table 2 (page 33) those hardy herbaceous plants thatwere of
fered mostfrequently in thenineteenth century arelistedina com
posite numerical ranking of availability. Theheading "firstyear"
refers to theyearof thefirstnineteenth-century citation which this
author found foreachparticular plant. Thistable is useful togain
a general perspective of the relative importance of various plant
species. Because it is basedon but 357catalogues which stillex
ist, outofthe many thousands which were produced bynineteenth-
century firms, onlypresumptive generalizations canbemade, rec
ognizing that more information is missing than is available. Yet
the generalizations are based on the surviving evidence and will
not likely be greatly modified in the future.

When the plants are arranged by the region (Table 3 below) in
which they were available, some significant differences become
obvious. The breakdown for theregions:

Table 3:Breakdown ofregions with number offirms indicatedfor each state.
Midwest (143 catalogues)
62firms
Illinois, 14
Indiana, 10
Michigan, 2
Ohio, 36

Mid-Atlantic (138 catalogues)
SOfirms
District of Columbia, 1
Maryland, 1
New Jersey,3
New York, 26
Pennsylvania, 19
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New England(76 catalogues)
27firms
Connecticut, 2
Maine, 2

Massachusetts, 21
New Hampshire, 1
Vermont, 1
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Table 1:

Distribution of extant catalogues by states and decade.

OH IL IK Ml NY PA MA VT

1810 2(141) 2(155)

1820 8(559) 3(263)

1830 1(77) 7(586) none 10(456)

1840 5(162) 10(557) 2(187) 8(497)

1850 4(170) 7(190) 6(601) 4(164) 7(384) 4(115)

1860 10(166) 5(173) 3(19) 8(887) 9(244) 12(404) NONE

1870 13(127) 6(104) 4(90) 4(99) 17(732) 13(677) 12(382) 2(111)

1880 18(200) 7(165) 2(40) 2(63) 9(435) 13(254) 11(604) 1(67)

1890 38(320) 6(90) 5(67) 2(43) 9(290) 15(411) 7(406) 2(81)

Total 90(628) 31(425) 14(142) 8(115) 76(1748) 62(1075) 67(1201) 9(236)

x(y)= Number ofcatalogues in category (total number different taxa represented)
OH=Ohio; IL=Illinois; IN=Indiana; MI=Michigan; NY=New York; PA=Pennsylvania New Jersey, Washington, DC, Maryland

MA=Massachusetts; VT=Vermont, New Hampshire, Maine, and Connecticut

Helianthus x multiflorus 'Loddon Gold'
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Table 2:

MostAvailable 100Hardy Herbaceous Plants oftheNineteenth-Century Northeastern United States 1804-1899.

Rank Species

1 Dianthus barbatus

2 Alcea rosea

3 Dianthuscaryophyllus

4 Lychnis chalcedonica

5 Digitalispurpurea

6 Phlox paniculata

7 Campanula medium

8 Convallaria majalis

9 Lobelia cardinalis

10 Lathyrus latifolius

11 Antirrhinum majus

12 Tanacetum parthenium

13 Bellisperennis

14 Lilium candidum

15 Yuccafilamentosa

16 Hesperis matronalis

17 Viola tricolor

18 Dictamnus albus

19 Papaver orientale

20 Viola odorata

21 Aconitum napellus

22 Delphiniu grandiflorum

22 Lychnis coronaria

23 Paeonia lactiflora

24 Liliumlancifolium

25 Hosta ventricosa

26 Hostaplantaginea

27 Baptisia australis

28 Platycodongrandiflorus

29 Campanulapyramidalis

30 Asclepias tuberosa

31 Campanulacarpatica

32 Delphinium elatum

33 Penstemon barbatus

34 Aquilegia vulgaris

35 Coreopsis lanceolata

36 Erysimum cheiri

First Year

1810

1811

1811

1811

1810

1804

1822

1811

1804

1810

1820

1810

1822

1810

1818

1810

1822

1822

1822

1811

1820

1822

1811

1810

1823

1811

1828

1804

1829

1820

1804

1829

1820

1811

1820

1804

1820

Southeastern Floriculture, September/October, 1999

FirstYear

1811

1804

1827

1822

1819

1810

1853

1804

1820

1811

1804

1804

1830

1840

1822

1804

1827

1829

1822

1804

1811

1804

1830

1829

1857

1804

1852

1804

1822

1804

1833

1818

1844

1811

1834

1829

Rank Species I

36 Hemerocallis

lilio-asphodelus

37 Filipendularubra

38 Dianthus plumarius

39 Centranthus ruber

40 Iris germanica

41 Paeonia 'Humei'

42 Dicentra spectabilis

43 Dodecatheon meadia

44 Linumperenne

45 Paeonia officinalis

46 Aquilegia canadensis

46 Monarda didyma

47 Aurinia saxatilis

48 Senna marilandica

49 Polemonium caeruleum

50 Liliumsuperbum

51 Dianthus chinensis

52 Papaver bracteatum

53 Filipendula vulgaris

54 Lupinusperennis

55 Primula auricula

56 Helianthusx multiflorus

57 Aquilegia glandulosa

57 Lythrum salicaria var.

58 Delphiniumformosum

59 Phlox subulata

60 Lilium speciosum

61 Echinaceapurpurea

62 Filipendula ulmaria

63 Physostegia virginiana

64 Lilium longiflorum

65 Tradescantia virginiana

66 Achilleaptarmica

67 Hemerocallisfulva

68 Iberissempervirens

69 Aquilegia caerulea

Rank Species First Year

70 Armeria maritima 1822

71 Digitalisferruginea 1811

72 Paeonia suffruticosa 1820

73 Primula veris 1811

74 Catananche caerulea 1822

75 Lobelia syphilitica 1804

76 Hedysarumcoronarium 1810

77 Liliummartagon 1810

78 Oenotheramacrocarpa 1823

79 Liatris spicata 1811

80 Lavandulaaugustifolia 1822

81 Myosotis palustris 1852

82 Lupinuspolyphyllus 1830

83 Rudbeckia laciniata 1804

84 Hibiscus moscheutos 1804

85 Astilbejaponica 1844

86 Iris germanica var.

florentina 1810

87 Aster novae-angliae 1804

88 Hibiscus militaris 1811

89 Stipapennata 1844

90 Paeonia tenuifolia 1819

91 Lychnisflos-cuculi 1829

92 Ascelpias incarnata 1804

93 Campanulatrachelium 1822

94 Phlox divaricata' 1804

95 Lilium auratum 1866

96 Digitalis lutea 1827

97 Phlox maculata 1804
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Although thefirstfiveplantsweresimilarforeach,regional varia
tionis displayed as the listsdeveloped inTable4. In thefirstcol
umn, the table shows the most available 20 species and cultivars
for northeastern United States. The adjacent three columns indi
cate the corresponding rank for each species and if a top 20 spe
cies is not in the national list, it has been added to that the top 20
plantsfor each region are also indicated.

The first five species are fairly consistent between the national
figures and each region. Then, with the exceptions of Phlox
paniculata andLobelia cardinalis, thenextseven plants havesimi
lar availabilities based on the extant catalogues.

After that regional variation becomes apparent. Bellisperennis,
Paeonia lactiflora, Dicentra spectabilis, Dianthus chinensis, and
Achillea ptarmica were widelyavailable in the Midwest but, un
usually, not quite as muchin the otherareas. On the otherhand,
only sixofthe 143 Midwest catalogues listedPenstemon barbatus,
which was more available in the other two regions and on a na
tionalbasis. Delphinium specieswereconsiderably higheron the
list for New England than the other two regions. And Aconitum
napellus wasmore apt to be found in a NewYork or Massachu
setts catalogue, than in an Ohio catalogue.

It has been difficult to ascertain exactly why certain species ap
peared moreoftenthanothers in the catalogues. Certainly tradi
tionplayed an important role,as didtheefforts of theprofessional
cultivators whohybridizedandpromotedselectionsin severalmain
genera including Dianthus, Paeonia, Lilium, and Phlox. Easeof
propagation andcultureappears tohavebeena significant attribute
tied to the highest availability. Color also was an important con
sideration,often given as the reason to include,for example,Lych
nis chalcedonica in the garden. Because the indexing system im
plicitlyfavors those plants available throughout the 1800sfor cen
tury tabulations, the following table indicates the relative avail
ability of hardy herbaceous plants which were first apparent in the
catalogues after 1850. The indicated year is the first occurrence in

the extantcatalogues, which may or may not be the actualdateof
introduction intoAmerican gardens. Whenlookingat therankings
of specific genera, we can see that several have either remained
popular, or perhaps are popular once again, in our contemporary
nursery industry. Hostaand Hemerocallis, current front-runners,
are found in the nineteenth-century top-thirty. Phlox, Delphinium,
and Iris have also maintained a top-ranking among available pe
rennials. Table 6 indicates the major genera from which the nine
teenth-century nurseries offered a variety of species as compared
with contemporary(1994)2 sales rankings of genera.

Through theirchoice of plants, it maybe argued thatthenurseries
effectively controlled much of the cultivated landscape in nine
teenth-century UnitedStates. C. S. Sargent, at the endof thecen
tury, enumerated his view of the responsibilities of nurserymen
and florists:

"In a late issue attention was invited to the important influence
exerted byflorists, seedsmen andnurserymen in forming thepub
lic taste in horticultural matters. In some directions this influence
becomesalmostabsolutely controlling....The growersanddealers
in plants and flowers oweit as a dutyto theirpatrons to see that
public taste is developed bybeing fedonwhat is good...The desire
for novelties as such—for thingsnew,irrespectiveof their intrin
sic excellence—isa strong passion in the human breast, and one
uponwhich a traderof any kind is temptedto play...Every season
bringnewclaimants forfavorto thefront; rivalry in theintroduc
tionof novelties oftenprevents a thorough testingof themerits of
olderplants; novelty ratherthanbeauty is oftentheirchiefmerit;
andif theyaregenerally cultivated it canonlybeat thesacrifice of
other kinds." He continued...

"If in recommending plants or flowers to his patrons, he should
consistently makebeautyhiscriterion, andpridehimselfuponsup
plying the most excellentvarieties in the most perfect condition,
rather than those which are 'very expensive because they are new
or scarce,' he would, in the long run, distancehis competitors."3

Table 5: Hardy herbaceous plants that were available in the catalogues after 1985.

Dicentra spectabilis

Delphiniumformosum

Liliumspeciosum

Myosotis palustris

Lilium auratum

Cortaderia selloana

Anemone hupehensis var.japonica

Aquilegiaskinneri

Saccharum ravennae

Lilium maculatum

Tanacetum coccineum

Kniphofia uvaria

Gypsophila paniculata

Tanacetum parthenium 'Aureum'
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bleeding heart 1853

delphinium 1857

Japanese lily 1852

forget-me-not 1852

gold-band lily 1866

pampas grass 1860

Japanese anemone 1851

Skinner's columbine 1852

ravenna grass 1860

1854

painted daisy 1859

red hot poker 1860

baby's breath 1862

golden feather 1871
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Table 4:

A Comparison ofAvailabilityofThreeRegions*Top 20 MostAvailable HardyHerbaceous Plants in the Nineteenth Century. (Top 20
plants for each region are listed in bold numerals.)

National Ranking ofHardy
Herbaceous Plants

1 Dianthus barbatus

2 Alcea rosea

3 Dianthus caryophyllus

4 Lychnischalcedonica

5 Digitalis purpurea

6 Phlox paniculata

7 Campanulamedium

8 Convallaria majalis

9 Lobelia cardinalis

10 Lathyrus latifolius

11 Antirrhinum majus

12 Tanacetum parthenium

13 Bellis perennis

14 Lilium candidum

15 Yuccafilamentosa

16 Hesperis matronalis

17 Viola tricolor

18 Dictamnus albus

19 Papaver orientale

20 Viola odorata

43 Dicentra spectabilis

24 Paeonia lactiflora

25 Lilium lancifolium

53 Dianthus chinensis

69 Achillea ptarmica

21 Aconitum napellus

26 Hosta ventricosa

34 Penstemon barbatus

30 Campanulapyramidalis

33 Delphinium elatum

22 Delphinium grandiflorum

29 Platycodongrandiflorus

35 Aquilegia vulgaris
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Midwest Mid-Atlantic New England

3 1 2

1 3 1

4 5 9

1 2 3

6 4 5

2 8 26

5 11 6

8 9 18

24 6 4

15 7 8

9 14 7

10 13 21

12 34 IS

16 22 38

11 18 58

55 12 11

20 20 27

34 16 10

22 21 19

37 10 65

13 82 79

14 39 89

17 43 48

18 109 85

19 100 131

69 IS 17

48 17 41

116 19 34

96 23 12

65 45 13

32 25 14

43 24 20

35 76 16
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Table 6:

Most available genera in the nineteenth-century perennial and biennial nursery trade
compared with a 1994 trade survey.

1800s Genera 1994 1800s Genera 1994
Notes/References

1

2

Phlox

Aquilegia

8

20

16

17

Iris

Antirrrhinum

12 1. Robert R. Harvey, "An Approach to
Developing a Documented and
Quantified Plant List." The Journal

3

4

Campanula

Dianthus

21

14

18

19

Tanacetum

Penstemon

—

ofPreservation Technology, Vol. 21,
No. 1 (1989):51-57.

5

6

Alcea

Viola

— 20

21

Papaver

Bellis —

2. Tim Rhodus and James Hoskins,

"Views on Management," Perennial
Plants, (Autumn, 1995):34.

7

8

Delphinium

Lychnis

10 22

23

Yucca

Hesperis
3. Editor [C. S. Sargent], "The Re

sponsibilities of Florists and Nurs

9

10

Digitalis

Paeonia

26

24

24

25

Primula

Dictamnus

31 erymen," Garden and Forest 1.
(September, 1888):337.

11

12

Lilium

Convallaria

28 26

27

Hemerocallis

Aconitum

2 Reprinted with permission from Perennial
Plants Ouarterlv Journal of the Perennial

Plant Association, Volume 6; Summer, 1998;

13 Lobelia — 28 Anemone 34 Number 3.

14 Oenothera — 29 Hosta 1

15 Lathyrus — 30 Baptisia — .
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